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excerpts from

Footprints, Poems, and Leaves

 Martin Wong is an eternal revelation. He captured his 
peers, of whom he was in many ways an outsider, with grace and 
humanity. Rather than seeking shame and erasure in our faults, 
struggles, and differences, Wong found transcendence in the 
thing itself. Given both the vitriolic world and minds we inhabit, 
not to mention the harsh realities of the graffiti subculture, this 
was no easy task. He could capture the beauty not only in a city 
literally on fire, but also in our scarred and fragile souls as well. 
He was a painter who made prison cells levitate and brick walls 
drift like constellations in the night sky. Even before finding his 
community in the Lower East Side, Wong’s time in the remote 
working-class city of Eureka, CA was marked by that same capac-
ity for empathy. It seems that no one was left unscathed by his 
affectionate vision. I wonder if it was precisely because he didn’t 
fit in that he gave so much love and attention to society’s outsid-
ers. He was one of the rare artists who truly saw and listened to 
the people, places, and histories around him.
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If his paintings bore witness to the scenes around him, his 
writings are, in a way, acts of bearing witness to himself. Self 
published in 1968, Footprints, Poems, and Leaves, is a collection 
of poems Wong wrote between 1966 and 1968 in San Francisco. 
This was long before his career as a self-taught painter in NYC, 
which began in 1978. Written in Wong's signature calligraphic 
script, which feels prescient of historic West Coast handstyles, 
these poems are both early clues and an intimate glance into the 
depth and vision of an artist whose message is forever important, 
everyday more than before. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve 
cried seeing and thinking about his paintings. These poems are 
a similarly generous act, offering an inward contemplation of the 
artist who would later turn his gaze upon the universe of Down-
town New York City. “JAN 25, MOONLIGHT THRU THE DUSTY 
GLASS, SHADOWS ON THE WALL, AN EMPTY ROOM, SOME 
SCATTERED LEAVES, + A STORY LEFT UNTOLD.”

– David Ai Wang 
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Martin Wong "Tom Meuller," 1970. Graphite and blue colored pencil on paper. 12 x 9 in. / 30.48 x 22.86 cm. Martin Wong "Love Letter Incinerator - ($)," 1970. Ceramic. 10 1/4 x 7 x 11 in. / 26.4 x 17.78 x 27.94 cm.
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Martin Wong "Untitled (MW Was Here April 1970)," 1970. Stoneware. 22 x 12 x 7 in. / 55.88 x 30.48 x 17.78 cm. Martin Wong "Self portrait," c. 1970. Pencil on paper. 11 1/2 x 9 x 1/2 in. / 29.21 x 22.86 x 1.27 cm.
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Martin Wong "My Secret World, 1978-81," 1984. Acrylic on canvas. 48 x 68 in. / 121.9 x 172.7 cm.


